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The term blended learning has been the
most overused buzzword in the learning
industry over the past couple of years,
but it has, in fact, always been the way
that training has been provided. Techni-
cally speaking, any combination of de-
livery methods is a blended learning
solution, such as an instructor-led ses-
sion coupled with take-home work-
books. Elliott Masie refers to a session he
did via phone with PowerPoint slides
he’d sent ahead as an example of technol-
ogy-driven blended learning. As far back
as 1996, Pete Weaver of DDI was evan-
gelizing technology-driven blended
learning through presentations titled,
The Magic Is in the Mix.  

So, just what is all of the fuss about?
For most organizations, a robust

blended approach should maximize the
ROI potential of a complete curriculum.
To prove that, a Thomson NETg study
published earlier this year found that a
structured curriculum of blended learn-
ing will generate a 30 percent increase in
performance accuracy and a 41 percent
increase in performance speed over sin-
gle-method delivery options.       “Thom-

son Job Impact Study” (June T+D) New
technologies have enabled companies to
explore novel and creative ways to mix
and match delivery methods to learning
needs. Given what we now know about
how people learn and what employees
need to be successful, organizations are
excitedly experimenting with these dif-
ferent methods, searching for combina-
tions that provide for the greatest
increases in workforce productivity.

There isn’t a vendor or training de-
partment that wouldn’t say it is provid-
ing blended learning today, but
confusion from the myriad of different
and new technologies has kept most sup-

pliers and training functions from truly
maximizing the potential of this ap-
proach. Bluntly, most organizations
haven’t matched the right delivery meth-
ods to learners’ needs.

To help your company design, devel-
op, and deploy blended learning solu-
tions that can increase productivity,
drive revenue, and support individual
development, let’s explore a sample
blended learning scenario and six best-
practice components needed for suc-
cessful blended learning solutions. 

A sample blended scenario 
Sue has been a sales rep for the past six years
and has participated in many training
courses to more effectively sell her company’s
products and services. Sue likes to receive
the core of her training before she’s ready 
to use it, but she also has come to rely on
print and her company’s intranet to find
the information she needs. However, she 
often can’t find that information when 
she needs it. Like most salespeople, she
thinks classroom training takes her away
too long from making sales. What she likes
about instructor-led training is that she
learns as much during lunch and hallway
conversations with other salespeople as 
she does in class. Learning through collabo-
rating with and observing others is 
not only important to her, but it’s also 
enjoyable. 

You probably know a lot of people
like Sue. She has different learning
needs at different times. Let’s look at
three sample paths that, when com-
bined, provide an effective blended
learning approach. 
Path A: Formal preparation training.

Let’s assume the company is rolling out
one of its most significant products 
in the past several years. To get the
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salesforce up-to-speed quickly and 
all grounded in the same basic infor-
mation, the training department pre-
pared a structured, core set of learning
activities for Sue and the rest of the
salesforce. 

Sue’s first exposure to the new product
is a “Just the Facts” knowledge docu-
ment, a set of marketing materials that
have been repurposed and that provide
her with a quick overview and a cheat-
sheet she can print out. Next up is a 20-
minute introductory Webinar. This
second exposure to key information ap-
peals to Sue; hearing and seeing a presen-
tation by a top sales producer is usually
worthwhile. Once completed, the pre-
sentation will be edited and enhanced,

including the addition of questions and
answers gathered during the session and
posted on the intranet that same after-
noon. That provides sales staff who
missed the Webinar with the ability to
launch the presentation and receive cred-
it through the LMS.

Ready to drill into the product details,
Sue registers for the online course, com-
pleting the 45-minute training in two
separate sessions. She’s given the choice
to take an in-depth training track or 
a condensed overview version. The track
provides detailed information on all 
aspects of the new product, a pre-test
that enables her to skip areas in which
she’s already proficient, and a post-
assessment that will allow her to assess

her mastery of the material. The final
task in this structured portion of the
curriculum is for Sue to demonstrate to
her manager that she’s well prepared to
sell the new product. She spends 15
minutes on the telephone telling her
manager how she would handle a chal-
lenging prospect.

Sue has undoubtedly received more
training in this blended sequence 
of activities than in previous product
trainings, and it’s probably taken less
than half the time and has barely inter-
fered with her sales responsibilities. 
Of course, this formal curriculum didn’t
cover all of the bases. She recognizes 
that she has more to learn and will be
getting those needs met through infor-

mal learning activities and just-in-
time performance support materials.
Path B: Support of informal learning.

Shortly after the new product launch,
Sue’s regional manager asks the reps to
share their best-practice approaches to a
common sales challenge. He does that
through a threaded discussion, to which
reps are asked, but not required, to com-
ply. Because Sue prefers to observe and
reuse what has worked well for others,
this is an especially effective forum.

Days later in getting ready for a cus-
tomer call, Sue searches the knowledge
database to look up possible strategies
for overcoming a technology incompati-
bility she knows this customer will ask
about. When unable to locate what she

needs in the product documentation,
she sends off a request for more detail
using her company’s Ask the Expert pro-
gram. Based on Sue’s time constraints,
the ability to contact other employees in
real time, observe how others are ad-
dressing similar problems, and being
able to ask an expert for help turns out
to be more beneficial to Sue than at-
tending a class.
Path C: Just-in-time, just-enough per-

formance support. In the past, quickly
finding the support materials Sue needs
when she needs them has typically been
a frustrating experience. Today, howev-
er, Sue accesses the intranet and uses the
company’s information management
system to—within minutes—view, save,

and print such items as competitor kill
sheets, product specifications, and other
reference documentation. A “Key
Links” document lets Sue quickly locate
new product materials scattered across
the corporate intranet. And though she
never thought of instant messaging as
anything other than a social toy for her
teenage daughters, it has become a real
help to her when she’s on a conference
call with a prospect and needs an imme-
diate answer to a question.  

Currently, most companies aren’t
providing that level of blended learning,
but this scenario is within reach. This
type of robust blended training and 
support is possible through a well-
thought-out approach using available
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Robust blended training and support is possible 
through a well-thought-out approach using 
available technologies.



technologies. Several organizations have
already begun deploying aspects of those
three paths.  

Best practices in blended 
In deploying blended learning, here are
six best practices that are important to
creating an effective solution.
1. Create a structured core curriculum of

learning activities transferred via differ-

ent delivery methods. Just about every-
body needs to interact with content
more than once in order to really under-
stand and be able to use it. This contact
preferably happens in a variety of deliv-
ery formats that meet the learner’s day-
to-day learning requirements. A
well-thought-out formal curriculum en-
compassing different delivery formats is
more effective and time efficient. In
terms of blended learning, such formal
learning activities will probably include
a combination of Web-based course-
ware, ILT, virtual Webinars, enhanced
knowledge documents, and mentoring.
For some learning objectives, live (syn-
chronous and co-located) events may be
required. For instance, in our sales ex-
ample, Sue and her colleagues might
learn a new sales presentation for a
product launch best by working in small
groups to practice, critique, and refine
their presentation skills under the guid-
ance of a sales or product mentor.
2. Support an environment in which

people can learn in small chunks. To ob-
tain significant performance improve-
ment in the workplace, you must
provide a learning environment that ad-
dresses real-world learning needs and
work-driven requirements. The “one
size fits all” approach has never, and will
never, work. Most people learn better in
small chunks—not in lengthy, informa-
tion overload training sessions. 
3. Create a system through which peo-

ple can learn informally. It’s common
knowledge that most of what people
learn for doing their jobs, they learn 

informally through over-the-cubicle
conversations or by observation. That in-
formal method of learning needs to be
embraced rather than discouraged, espe-
cially in an environment like sales, 
where new best practices are constantly
emerging. Technologies such as “ask 
the expert” functionality, instant mes-
saging, and threaded discussion enable
workers to gain valuable insight from 
co-workers. This type of learning happens
faster than formal learning and is usually
more readily believable and accepted by
the workforce.
4. Provide an information management

repository. Because just about everybody
needs to review learning content more
than once to “get it,” the repository will
be the place where anyone can view or
print just-enough, just-in-time informa-
tion, reference documents, and other
performance support materials to help
them do their day-to-day jobs. 
5. Provide your development team with a

comprehensive set of tools. It’s challeng-
ing to create an environment that ade-
quately supports formal, informal, and
just-in-time performance support. The
best way to identify the required tool set
is to match the content development
need with the right tool. Ideally, the team
should have an easy-to-use tool set that
can create Web-based courseware, pub-
lish performance support materials, re-
purpose and enhance existing content,
support instructor-led training, and pro-
vide live synchronous events.

In some ways, selecting a set of devel-
opment tools is similar to buying a home
entertainment system. You might get
better individual quality if you buy each
piece separately. But, commonly, after
spending a great deal of time to get

everything working together, few people 
are able to use the system of development
tools effectively. On the other hand, inte-
grated home entertainment systems are
built to work seamlessly and are usually
up and running and producing a high-
quality experience quickly. Keep the ease
of integration of development compo-
nents in mind when looking at the right
tools as it becomes particularly important
in a multiple delivery environment.
6. Build a shared development environ-

ment. The Delphi Group found that 7 to
20 percent of employees’ time on the job
is spent replicating existing solutions for
others. To avoid that, a company looking
to develop learning in-house needs a cen-
tral system to store, organize, and man-
age documentation, reusable learning
objects, and assets, as well as facilitate
communication and support during the
development process. That will signifi-
cantly reduce development time and help
maintain a consistent, high level of in-
structional quality.

As long as technology and delivery
formats are optimized for the situation,
blended learning is usually the right an-
swer for a company seeking to benefit
from a complete mix of training and sup-
port that will give its employees what
they need, when they need it. Expanding
the mix to include a rich variety of formal
training; support for informal learning;
and easy-to-find, just-in-time perfor-
mance support will provide your staff
with a learning environment that should
create “magic from the mix.”

Kevin Oakes is CEO of Click2learn. David

Green is senior business consultant with
Click2learn and has been designing and devel-
oping blended learning solutions for more than
20 years.
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Email your questions on e-learning 
to be answered in future articles to 
,1 kevin.oakes@click2learn.com.


